While it’s good to learn MS-DOS 
commands and their syntax, it’s of 
greater benefit to discover how the 
commands can work for you. Here we 
will demonstrate hints and tips to get 
the best from the operating system. 


PROMPT - This should be written into 
everybody’s start-up configuration. To 
change the MS-DOS prompt from plain 
C> to C:\> type: 


PROMPT $P$G [Enter] 


This may not seem much in itself, but 
if you move to a sub-directory, the 
name of that directory will appear in 
the prompt. For instance, if you were in 
the MS-DOS sub-directory the prompt 
would be Cc: \MSDOS>. Wherever you 
move, the prompt now shows drive 
and directory. 


MORE - There is a short command for 
displaying a text file a screen at a time. 
Just type the following, where filename 
is the name of the ASCII file: 
MORE < filename 


This command uses file redirection, 
covered later in the series. 


DATE — If the DATE command shows the date 
in the US format (month-day-year) your 
machine is set up for use in America. If 
you know how to edit your 
CONFIG.SYS file (this will be covered 
later) change or add a line beginning 
with the word COUNTRY, so that it 
reads: COUNTRY=044 


Restart your PC and try the DATE 
command again — you should find that 
the date is displayed in the British day- 
month-year format. 


@ Fancy prompts are simple once you learn the 
special $ parameters. You can do even more with 
the ANSI.SYS driver installed 


Learn the essentials of MS-DOS with just ten major 
commands. This month Simon Williams guides you 
through the TYPE command. 


he average MS-DOS manual puts 

{ many best-sellers to shame — in 

sheer weight of pages it is one of 

the heaviest technical references most 
computer owners will buy. Yet by 
memorising a few of the important 
commands, it’s possible to break down 
the mass of information into essentials. 
Grasp these and learn how they interact 
with other commands, and you’ll be well 
on the way to making MS-DOS work 
harder for you. 

Over the next few months we’ll be 
looking at the ten key commands which 
lead into the functional areas of the 
operating system. This month we’ll start 
with one of the most innocuous — TYPE. 


MASTERING MS-DOS 

Although it is billed as a disk operating 
system, MS-DOS deals with most areas 
of a PC’s function. It has commands 
which refer to the screen, printer and the 
internal set up of the machine, as well as 
dealing with its disk drives. 


THE FIRST COMMAND 

The most commonly used command 
which refers specifically to the screen is 
TYPE. A more appropriate name for this 
might have been SHOW or DISPLAY, 
since its function is to take the contents 
of a text file and display it on the screen, 
starting from the current position of the 
cursor. If the file contains too much text 
to fit on the screen, the copy 
automatically scrolls up until the end of 
the file is reached. 

However, it’s not much use having 
text scrolling up the screen at a pace that 
is too fast to read and there are two ways 
of preventing this. Firstly, if you press 
the [Ctrl] and [S] keys while TYPE is 
transferring the text to the screen, it will 
stop scrolling. Type the same sequence 
again and it restarts. Press [Ctrl][C] 
while the scrolling is paused and the 
DOS prompt returns without the rest of 
the file being displayed. 

The other way of preventing text 
being scrolled off the screen is to type 


@ Displaying a text file page by page is quite easy (pictured here is a display of a help file from the 
ChiWriter word processor) when you use the TYPE and MORE commands 
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the following sequence, substituting 
filename with the name of the file you 
want to display: 


TYPE filename | MORE 


This command will display a single 
screen of text at a time. It waits for any 
keypress before displaying the next 
screen and continues like this until the 
end of the text file is reached. 

The MORE command is known as a 
‘filter’, for it takes the output from 
another command and modifies it. The 
MORE instruction is used with TYPE to 
control the way in which text is 
displayed on the screen. 

As shown in the description of the 
TYPE command, you can display a 
screenful of text at a time and scroll the 
next screenful with the press of a key by 
typing: TYPE | MORE. 

You might like to experiment with 
the TYPE command, displaying text files 
that are stored on disk. A text file 
contains only the keyboard characters 
which can be displayed on the screen. 

It’s a good idea to try files with 
filetypes; .,BAT, .TXT, .DOC and .HLP 
are good ones to use as they will not 
normally contain program code. No 
harm will be done if you inadvertently 
TYPE a program file, but you’re likely 
to see a stream of unintelligible 
characters — often known as ‘garbage’ — 
appear on the screen. The PC may also 
refuse to respond to the keyboard; restart 
it by pressing the reset button or by 
switching the machine off and on again. 


ASSOCIATED COMMANDS 

TYPE has a number of associated 
commands which carry out individual 
functions. One of these is CLS (CLear 
Screen), which clears the screen and 
moves the cursor to the top left-hand 
corner. There are no parameters with this 
particular command. 

It is possible to set and display the 
current date on your PC with the DATE 
command. If your PC has a battery- 
backed clock fitted (most do these days) 
the machine will maintain the date even 
when switched off. However, unless 
you’re trying to fool a program which 
reads the system clock, you probably 
won’t need to change the date. 

If you want to display the current 
date and ask for a revised one to be 
entered, type DATE. If the current date is 
correct you can end the date function, 
leaving it unaltered, and return to the 
MS-DOS prompt by pressing [Enter]. 

Rather like the DATE command’s 
function for setting and changing dates, 
the TIME is used to set and display the 
current time. In the UK version of 
MS-DOS, time is set on a 12-hour clock, 
separating hours, minutes and seconds 
with colons. With a battery-backed clock 


272 PC PLUS September 91 


THE PROMPT 


You can modify the displayed MS-DOS 
prompt by using the associated command; 
PROMPT. A number of parameters are used 
after the PROMPT command to adjust 
different aspects of the prompt line, and you 
can also incorporate your own text into a 
prompt. The general form of the PROMPT 
command is: 

PROMPT text $character. 

All the controlling parameter letters are 
preceded by a $ sign, to distinguish them 
from ordinary text - typing PROMPT without 
any parameters resets it to the default value. 
PROMPT accepts the following parameters: 


$$ - a dollar character 

$_- ASCII code for Return and Line Feed 
$b — the ‘|’ character 

$d - the current date 

$e — the ASCII code for Escape (27) 
$g - the ‘>’ character 

$h - a backspace 

$1 - the ‘<‘ character 

$n - the currently selected drive 

$p - the currently selected directory 
$q - the ‘=’ character 

$t - a snapshot of the current time 
$v — the MS-DOS version number 


Here are a couple of examples of the 


PROMPT command: 
PROMPT Hi, Simon. What's next?$q 
PROMPT Date = $d$ _$p$g 


The second command displays a two-line 
prompt, showing the date and the current 
drive and directory like this: : 


Date = 12-11-91 
C:\UTILS> 


You can also use the PROMPT command in 
conjunction with the ANSI screen driver, 
ANSLSYS. To use the extra commands in 
the ANSI driver, you must have it stored 
down an accessible path and have the line 
DRIVER=ANSI.SYS somewhere in your 
CONFIG.SYS file. See the SuperDisk 
reference section on page 304 for details of 
how to install ANSI.SYS. 

For an example of the type of PROMPT 
that can be produced by the two programs 
working in consort, type the command: 


PROMPT $e[7m$d$_$n:$e[m 


This produces a prompt including the date 
and the current drive, but in inverse video. 
The ANSI driver responds to ‘escape codes’ 
in much the same way as a printer does. 


in your PC, you can display the current 
time and access the option to change it 
by typing: TIME [Enter]. If you want to 
set the clock without viewing the 
current time, you can append the time to 
the command as a parameter. For 
example type: 


TIME 7:02:13 [Enter] 


You don’t need to set seconds or 
fractions of seconds, even though TIME 
displays both. 


Finally, to display the current version 
of MS-DOS on your PC, enter the VER 
command. There are no parameters. 
Some specialist versions of DOS, like 
those supplied by Zenith, also show the 
current version of the BIOS. 

With these commands it is possible to 
manipulate some of the basics of 
MS-DOS to your advantage. In future 
issues we will be looking at other ways 
of making this operating system work 
for you. @ 


RINGING IN THE CHANGES 


A cross-reference chart of the four most common versions of MS-DOS will be included in 
each episode of this series. It will show when each command was introduced and highlight 
any changes or additional parameters that have been added to it. So how have the 
commands covered this month changed as MS-DOS has developed? 


MS-DOS Version 


From 1.0 


unchanged 


